Writing is key to assessment in university contexts and hence students need to be empowered to effectively function in subject-specific writing environments. 
INTRODUCTION
Writing can be described as an abstract, voluntary and conscious act (Vygotsky, 1986: 183) . This act of writing is also considered an integral part of assessment at university level by means of formal assessment opportunities and academic essays. Vygotsky (1986: 181) notes that writing implies a 'high level of abstraction' in terms of language and that the 'abstract quality' of writing as well as the lack of sound of speech and an interlocutor can make it a difficult task. The process of acquiring writing skills starts before students enrol at university and continues after they leave, but the question remains whether, after certain writing interventions and scaffolding, students believe that they acquire the ability to become independent, autonomous and self-directed academic writers. the context for this study relates specifically to language learning in a linguistics module at a higher education level. The concept of self-directed language learning was, therefore, considered as the research takes place within a linguistics module. Finally, the literature regarding self-directed writing was reviewed, in order to find traces of self-directed writing from the empirical data.
The research in this article was driven by the following research questions:  To what extent could self-directed writing be gauged by means of an open-ended questionnaire, a self-directed learning questionnaire and essays?  To what extent would essays written in the first year and again in the third year show evidence of development towards self-directed writing?  What circumstances would contribute to self-directed writing?
The empirical investigation in this study involved a comparison of essays written by a group of students in their first and third year of BA studies. In addition, these students also completed the self-rating scale of a self-directed learning questionnaire as well as an open-ended questionnaire. All of these were done to explore the nature of self-directed writing among students functioning in an Afrikaans linguistics context.
UNIVERSITY WRITING
As stated before, writing is an essential component of university teaching, learning and assessment. In this regard, assessment is not only done through writing in formal opportunities such as tests and examinations but also by means of academic essays. Creme and Lea (2008: 8) note that '[a]n essay is usually specifically designed for assessment purposes -the audience is assumed to be the actual reader, the person who will mark your work'. The kind of writing approached in this study also involved essays aimed at assessment as part of regular semester activities and not part of an examination.
Additional support is sometimes required in the acquisition or refinement of a range of writingrelated skills. To this end, compulsory writing or academic literacy courses have been added to university programmes. In the context of this particular study, the focus was on a linguistics section of an Afrikaans language module where the development of research skills (and by implication writing skills) within the field of linguistics was one of the objectives of the module. The nature of academic language or discourses also provides a number of challenges, in terms of unfamiliar register and style for example, that need to be taken into account on the journey towards self-directed writing.
Compulsory writing courses are sometimes used to scaffold writing skills through the provision of process writing tasks. It is important to take note of concerns in terms of writing courses. For instance, Sherwood (2002: 1) criticises the notion that writing is approached at university as a 'well-structured problem' that can be solved with 'generic skills, readily transmitted from teacher to student'. In addition, Sherwood (2002: 2) argues that 'the nature of university composition instruction works against self-directed learning' and that this instruction tends not to 'accommodate individuals' needs and abilities'. This criticism supports the importance of the facilitation of self-directedness in terms of writing instruction. Sherwood (2002: 21) further states that students should be encouraged to 'take advantage of the opportunities for selfdirected learning available in such settings as professional internships, directed studies, and writing centres, where they can confront the ill-structured problems posed by a particular writing task under the experienced eyes and ears of a mentor'. As such, informal intervention opportunities, such as writing centres, should be promoted at university. The complex debate of the choice between generic and subject-specific academic literacy or writing courses is often resolved in terms of the realities of financial and timetable constraints. However, this not the focus of this study. This research considers the nature of academic writing and specifically within a linguistics classroom. As such, the nature of these types of discourses need to be investigated.
A unique type of language is also used in academic writing. The type of language used in university writing is also described as academic discourses in the literature. The plural term is used due to the fact that the focus is here on a number of discourses maintained by individuals in an academic context (cf. Elbow, 1991: 138-140; Gee, 1989: 8-10) . The concept of academic discourse(s) can be defined as the ways of thinking and using language which exist in the academy (Hyland, 2009: 1) . Conversely, it is stated that academic writing cannot be defined as a single homogenous genre but rather a continuum of subject-specific literacies that must be used in different contexts (Hyland, 2002: 352) . Hence, in the context of this study, writing is approached in terms of the subject field of linguistics. This approach implies that students' writing should or could follow existing styles and approaches in writing within this field. Academic writing is often regarded, especially in certain disciplines, as being neutral and unbiased (cf. Badley, 2009: 210; Hyland, 2004: 39) . In this regard, Hyland (2005: 4) states that 'writing and speaking, acts of meaning-making, are never neutral but always engaged in that they realize the interests, the positions, the perspectives and the values of those who enact them'. Clearly, there seems to be disagreement in terms of what is often regarded as typical characteristics of academic discourses. If certain writing-specific aspects are provided in instructions for writing in a specific writing course, then the acquisition of these aspects could be tracked in terms of writing. Lillis (2013: 165) questions institutional criteria becoming 'the only or primary driving force in researching student writing' for the sake of a 'pedagogic assessment imperative'. It is important for students to be scaffolded (cf. Cotterall & Cohen, 2003: 158-160) in the instruction of writing by means of guided writing where lecturers provide examples or typical essay structures. It is nevertheless crucial for students to move beyond such prescriptive practices in a self-directed manner.
A final important aspect of writing is motivation. In terms of the context, Zimmerman and Bandura (1994: 846) note that 'writing activities are usually self-scheduled, performed alone, require creative effort sustained over long periods with all too frequent stretches of barren results, and what is eventually produced must be repeatedly revised to fulfil personal standards of quality'. With this in mind, it is relevant to note that, as with language acquisition in general, motivation is also an important variable when writing is considered. As such, Vygotsky (1986: 181) states that a 'child has little motivation to learn writing', while with talking, the context of a conversation tends to prompt speech and this unnatural nature of writing has an effect on approaches of writers to writing. It is hence important to keep this in mind in terms of writing instruction. In this regard, Zimmerman and Bandura (1994: 858) note that 'in promoting selfdirected learning, students need to be taught skills and strategies for managing not only the cognitive aspects of managing learning but also methods in which to motivate themselves for academic pursuits in the face of difficulties or attractive alternatives'. Therefore, any approach to writing instruction should cover writing as well as motivation towards writing in order to reach some level of self-directedness.
To be able to reach contextualised self-directed writing, it is also important to explore the background to self-directed language learning.
SELF-DIRECTED LANGUAGE LEARNING
Self-directed learning can be defined as an approach to learning where students take charge of their own learning (cf. Knowles, 1975: 15; Tredoux, 2012: 3) and in this article the focus is on how this is realised in a language learning context. Williamson (2007: 68) goes as far as saying that '[s]elf-direction is the basis of all learning; be it formal or informal'. A widely-quoted definition of self-directed learning, by Knowles (1975: 18) In addition, Merriam (2001: 9) states that three goals of self-directed learning can be identified: 'the development of the learner's capacity to be self-directed'; 'fostering of transformational learning'; and 'promotion of emancipatory learning and social action'. Bandura (1997: 233) even notes that '[t]he highest level of self-initiative in the exercise of self-regulatory efficacy involves learning on one's own subjects that are neither taught at school nor socially imposed'. Developing writing in a self-directed manner could therefore involve writing outside of the formal assisted university writing context. Thornton (2010: 161-164 ) mentions four phases of the self-directed learning cycle: planning, implementing, monitoring and evaluating, with reflection being done throughout the process. This cycle can also be viewed in contrast to early linear self-directed learning models continuing on to more interactive models (Merriam, 2001: 9; Tredoux, 2012: 14-27) .
Guidance by others is key on the journey toward self-directed writing. As such, self-directed learning can also be interpreted in terms of Vygotsky's notion of the zone of proximal development (ZPD). Vygotsky (1978: 86) defines the zone of proximal development as 'the distance between the actual developmental level as determined by independent problemsolving and the level of potential development as determined through problem-solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers'. Self-directed language learning does not imply an isolated individual approach to learning, as teachers and peers still have an important role to play in the learning of the relevant cognitive, metacognitive and affective skills (Imants & Van de Ven, 2011: 334; Kania-Gosche, 2010: 3; Mohammadi & Mahdi Araghi, 2013: 75; Thornton, 2010: 158, 160-161) .
The concept of self-directed learning has been discussed widely in terms of language learning. In this regard, the focus has for example been on second or additional language acquisition (cf. Bordonaro, 2006: 29-31; Mohammadi & Mahdi Araghi, 2013: 73; Thornton, 2010: 158; Victori & Lockhart, 1995: 223) . Even in the context of writing at university level, it is relevant to consider the concept of academic language, as well as the acquisition thereof, as being similar to a second or additional language (cf. Gee, 1989: 7; Olivier & Olivier, 2014: 77) .
In language learning the concept of learner autonomy is relevant (cf. Benson, 2007: 22-23; Cotterall, 1995: 219; Egel, 2009 Egel, : 2023 Egel, -2024 Gremmo & Riley, 1995: 156; Thornton, 2010: 159) . Bordonaro (2006: 30) notes that language learner autonomy includes self-directed language learning together with awareness and reflection on the learning process. Conversely, Dickinson (1978: 12) regards self-directed learning as a step towards autonomous learning. Finally, it is also important to note that autonomy cannot be regarded as a singular or permanent characteristic or state, as individuals may be in different states of autonomy in different contexts (cf. Thornton, 2010: 159) and therefore individualisation of learning is necessary. Self-directed language learning also implies students choosing appropriate learning strategies (Gremmo & Riley, 1995: 158; Victori & Lockhart, 1995: 223-224) . In this regard, Egel (2009 Egel ( : 2026 notes that the 'shift in focus of language instruction from teacher-centered to the learnercentered has given learners the responsibility of their own language development' and in order to become autonomous, students should 'be able to diagnose some of their own learning strengths and weaknesses so that they can be able to self-direct their processes of language development'.
An important strategy towards language learner autonomy is self-assessment (Harris, 1997: 12) . In this regard, Harris (1997: 13) notes that, through self-assessment, students can 'locate their own strengths and weaknesses and then get them to think about what they need to do in order to get better marks' as well as individualise learning. Harris (1997: 15 ) also mentions the importance of self-assessment (together with self-editing) in the writing process. Victori and Lockhart (1995: 224) go further than just self-assessment in promoting metacognitive strategies in terms of self-directed learning, where students should learn about their own 'beliefs and expectations about language learning'. These metacognitive strategies are also critical in reaching self-directedness.
From the literature, it is clear that metacognitive strategies are important for attaining selfdirected learning. Victori and Lockhart (1995: 224) define metacognitive knowledge, in terms of second language learning, as 'the general assumptions that students hold about themselves as learners, about factors influencing language learning and about the nature of language learning and teaching'. Imants and Van de Ven (2011: 334) also note the importance of 'learning to learn' in self-directed learning as students should develop 'an interrelated mix of cognitive skills, metacognitive skills, and affective-emotional skills while executing their learning tasks, for example structuring, criticizing, reviewing, generalizing, making a plan, orientation on goals and outcomes, and regular checking and testing'. The way in which language learning is viewed may actually have an impact on the learning itself (Victori & Lockhart, 1995: 224) .
Finally, it is also important to give an overview on how self-directed writing is understood in the literature, as the focus of this article is on writing.
SELF-DIRECTED WRITING
Self-directed learning is relevant for language learning in general; however, the focus in this article is on self-directedness in terms of academic writing at university level. Sherwood (2002: 2-3) notes the importance of self-directed learning with regard to writing and by implication the importance of the student writers' sense of self in addition to them learning at different rates and thinking along different lines. Furthermore, the importance of developing a sense of voice in terms of writing is evident.
The concept of voice can be regarded as an important element in gauging self-directed writing. Castelló et al. (2009 Castelló et al. ( : 1127 note that the notion of identity that can be 'linked to the writers' interest for imposing their own voice in text, seems strongly related to self-regulation in writing'. Thonney (2011: 348) calls this aspect having 'a voice of authority'. Voice can be described as a trait 'that captures the sound of the individual on the page' (Elbow, 1981: 287) . Writing instruction sometimes focuses on aspects such as personal pronoun use, especially in order to convey confidence and the writer's authority (Hyland, 2002: 353) . Ivanič (1998: 272) notes how personal pronouns, specifically first person pronouns, are avoided due to 'the traditional belief that intellectual work is an impersonal activity' but also that '[u]sing "I" in association with the process of structuring the essay still leaves room for its content being presented as if it were objective and factual' (Ivanič, 1998: 307) . In this regard, Hyland (2005: 148) notes that '[s]elf mention thus sends a clear indication to the reader of the perspective from which their statements should be interpreted, distinguishing their own work from that of others'.
Successful writing does not only imply adhering to a set number of criteria, but also relates to the purpose and value of a specific piece of writing. According to Lovejoy (2009:80) , selfdirected writing can be 'an opportunity for students to draw on their own resources, not only what they know and care about but also how they may choose to say it'. Similarly, Castelló et al. (2009 Castelló et al. ( : 1126 emphasise the importance of writers being aware of their own difficulties as well as how to solve them in the process of self-regulation. According to Lovejoy (2009: 86) , 'students are more open to learning the forms and conventions of academic writing when they know that their writing is valued and integral to their development as writers'. In addition, Bandura (1997:232) states that '[a] sense of efficacy to regulate writing activities affects writing attainments' and therefore, towards realising self-directed writing, the purpose of writing should be clear and relevant.
In relation to the development of self-directed writing, Lovejoy (2009: 81-82) refers to Britton's focus on expressive writing as the first step in writing, and Peter Elbow's concept of freewriting. In this process, students choose their own topics and focus their writing on their own experiences. Lovejoy (2009: 83) suggests that students explore language and use 'language that is most natural and comfortable, as well as the varieties they know or have heard but may not have used as writers'. Hyland (2005: 190) also notes the advantages of letting students write creative texts. But in approaching academic writing, aimed at a wider academic community, the aforementioned type of writing is only a useful starting point or supportive tool in writing instruction.
The ultimate goal of writing at university at graduate level, apart from being an assessment tool, could be preparing students for the work environment after university but also to be able to do postgraduate writing. Merriam (2001: 8) notes the association of self-directed learning with adult education (cf. Williamson, 2007: 66) . Kania-Gosche (2010: 6) suggests 'andragogy to support the self-directed learning' in the completion of dissertations. Thus, self-directed writing is also especially important when it comes to dissertation or thesis writing (KaniaGosche, 2010: 1).
A final advantage of self-directed writing is gains made in terms of being more inclusive in the language class. Lovejoy (2009: 79) proposes self-directed writing as 'a way to build a community of diverse writers who share their knowledge and interests, and who strive for clear, effective communication'. This is an interesting line of reasoning, as Lovejoy focused on writing in the school context. The opportunities writing can pose in terms of the accommodation of diversity should indeed be explored further in terms of Afrikaans (or English, depending on the context of a specific class). Since academic texts are usually generated in what is considered Standard Afrikaans, however, in the context of changing circumstances around the acceptance of other varieties of Afrikaans and the re-standardisation of these varieties (cf. Kotzé, 2014) , self-directed writing might have a role to play. The aforementioned issues were explored in the following study.
RESEARCH METHOD

Research design
A longitudinal study was done by means of an open-ended questionnaire, the self-rating scale of a self-directed learning questionnaire as well as essays written by students in the first and third year of study.
Participants
This study involved a group of 16 undergraduate students. This number was determined by the fact that essays were only available for these specific students from their first year as well as their third year. Furthermore, all of these students completed the questionnaire used in this study. Students who did not adhere to these criteria or opted not to take part were eliminated from the study. It is important to note that in the first year, the research participants were part of a wider population of 145 students and in the third year, a population of 20 students.
Procedure
The empirical part of this study involved obtaining ethical clearance for this research and in this regard this research fell within the ambit of a wider project on language instruction in higher education. Ethical clearance for this research was granted by the North-West University's Research Ethics Regulatory Committee and the ethics number 00331-14-A7 awarded for this research. It is important to note that participation in this study was totally voluntary and informed consent was obtained from the participants. Furthermore, participants were allowed to withdraw from the study at any point and responses were handled anonymously.
DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS
The collection of data in this article concerned an open-ended questionnaire, a self-rating scale of self-directed learning (SRSSDL), as well as two sets of academic argumentative essays relating to topics within the field of linguistics (written in the first year as well as in the third year of study).
Open-ended questionnaire
A short open-ended questionnaire was presented to the group of third-year students. The questions posed to the respondents included the following:  How did you learn to write academically?  What kind of support did you receive in terms of academic writing and by whom was this provided?  How did you help yourself to acquire and do academic writing?  Do you use what you learned about academic writing in your first year in your current context?
As this research focused on self-directed writing, it was necessary to compare the writing by the research subjects in their first year to writings in their third year. To this end a document analysis was done, by the researcher, on the essays written by the research subjects. Bowen (2009: 27) defines document analysis as 'a systematic procedure for reviewing or evaluating documents'. In addition, Bowen (2009:32) notes that the analysis process, as also followed in this study, involves 'skimming (superficial examination), reading (thorough examination), and interpretation'.
In the document analysis of the first-year and third-year essays, a few general comments are reported first, after which some thematic trends are discussed. For the sake of comparison, both essays were very much descriptive in nature and between 700 and 1 000 words in length, with the first-year essay focusing on language norms and the application thereof in a field of work of the students' choosing. The third-year essay focused on language contact and Afrikaans.
The self-rating scale of self-directed learning (SRSSDL), as developed by Williamson (2007) , was used at the beginning of the semester to investigate self-directed learning among the research participants at third-year level. This instrument is described by Williamson (2007: 68) as 'an instrument developed for measuring the level of self-directedness in one's learning process'. The use of this questionnaire prompted the need to determine the reliability of the instrument in this study.
Reliability
Firstly, the reliability of the instrument was determined and hence Cronbach's alpha coefficients were calculated for the five categories of Williamson's (2007) questionnaire: In four of the five instances, the value was satisfactory with Cronbach's alpha higher than 0.60, which is acceptable for exploratory research (cf. Hair et al. 2014:123) . Despite the value for Learning strategies (cf . Table 1) , the results are still reported considering the number of items and very few subjects. The descriptive statistics for the questionnaire is provided in Table 2 . This implies that the group shows a high level of self-directed learning -i.e. between 221 and 300 (cf. Williamson, 2007: 68) .
FINDINGS AND RESULTS
The responses from the open-ended questionnaire translated from Afrikaans into English are provided below -the respondent number followed by the quotation number is provided in square brackets. When asked how the respondents learned how to write at university, the following themes were evident: It is apparent from the respondents' feedback that writing had not only been learned through scaffolding from others (lecturer feedback, generic academic literacy and subject-specific interventions and support by peers) but also through individual work (writing, reading and approaching writing as an ongoing process). Clearly, the concerns raised by Sherwood (2002: 1-2) regarding the lack of individualisation at university level might not be relevant to all the respondents in this study, but still needs to be kept in mind. It is important to note that more subject-specific individualised instruction could still be facilitated.
Apart from the focus on learning to write by writing, it is also important to acknowledge the relevance of moving towards developing metadiscourse or, in other words, writing about writing (Hyland, 2005: 16) . Hyland (2005: 36) defines metadiscourse as 'the cover term for the self-reflective expressions used to negotiate interactional meanings in a text, assisting the writer (or speaker) to express a viewpoint and engage with readers as members of a particular community'. These self-reflective expressions are therefore also necessary in higher education.
The respondents were asked what support they received regarding writing instruction and the following themes could be identified from the responses:  Feedback from lecturers and peers: o 'The writing lab (maybe not enough) and feedback from the lecturers is very important' [Q2:6-7] o 'The lecturers looked at my writing before I handed it in and then gave feedback.
The writing lab also helped and gave advice. The idea of support in learning how to write relates to scaffolding on others and it is evident that the kind and degree of support experienced by the respondents varied from no support up to guided scaffolding. Conversely, from the responses it is clear that feedback and clear assessment criteria seem to be good practices that should be continued.
In addition, the respondents were asked to what extent and how they learned to write by themselves, or by implication how self-directed writing was perceived. In this regard, the following responses were recorded:  Self-directed writing was emerging with support and continuous practice: o 'I am still learning how to write, but I think the following helped: feedback from lecturers, style of established researchers as guideline as well as looking critically at your own writing. Finally, I also believe that writing is a continuous process which should be developed as long as you write.' [Q2:9-11] o 'One learns by writing: in other words through practice. The more you write, the better you write.' [Q13:3-5] o 'I learned by writing myself and by reading lecturers' comments. I would say that I write as good as I can and then look at the comments.' [Q16: [10] [11] In most cases, the respondents did not emphasise their own self-directedness, but rather focused on how they improved in terms of external factors such as reading, written guidance, feedback as well as support from lecturers and peers.
Apart from the open-ended questionnaire it was decided to investigate how the research population viewed themselves in terms of self-directed learning.
The table below shows the SRSSDL scores of the individual respondents as well as an overall impression of the comparison of the first-year and third-year essays (cf. Document analysis). Most of the respondents (N=15) scored a high level of self-directed learning (i.e. a score between 221 and 300), while only one respondent scored a moderate level of self-directed learning (scoring between 141 and 220). None of the respondents showed a low score (between 60 and 140). The high level of self-directed learning as described by Williamson (2007: 72) as 'effective self-directed learning' where '[t]he goal is to maintain progress by identifying strengths and methods for consolidation of the students' effective self-directed learning'. In contrast, a moderate level is described as 'half way to becoming a self-directed learner' and here it is important that '[a]reas for improvement must be identified and evaluated, and a strategy adopted with teacher guidance when necessary' (Williamson, 2007:72) . From Table  3 , no relation is apparent between the self-directedness scores and the improvement in writing essays.
In order to supplement the aforementioned data, a document analysis of the first-year and thirdyear essays was also done.
Document analysis
The original assessment of the essays involved the use of an assessment grid (that included assessment in terms of research design, introduction and scientific discourse; development of argument -contents and formulation; findings and conclusion; handling of sources and bibliography; language and style as well as technical finishing). However, for the sake document analysis, the aim was to provide an impression of each essay in the first year and third year in terms of the aspects in the assessment grid, but also specifically aspects such as voice which could show an attempt at self-directedness. To a great extent structural requirements were ignored (such as having a conclusion). There are also some issues regarding sources: correct referencing and reliability of sources.
No evidence of an individual voice.
3
In terms of structure, language and referencing there are some errors. However, the essay is very engaging, almost being somewhat informal in some places.
The essay is rounded off quite well. Some sections are still a bit informal, however, a clear voice is discernible.
4
This essay is well presented and finished. In some areas more details could have been provided. No evidence of a specific voice. To an extent a lot of information is just listed.
This essay is similar in style to the first-year essay. Language and referencing perfect. Facts and quotations from sources are well introduced and integrated into the argument.
5
Some minor structural problems and a lot of spelling errors. Otherwise the essay is in order.
No clear attempt has been made at highlighting the author's voice.
Great improvement in terms of language and basic structural requirements. Good integration with argument. But still no outright evidence of the author's voice.
6
In terms of technical and language requirements this essay is perfect. Apart from the introduction that seems a bit formulaic. In some instances statements could be substantiated better from sources.
Well-polished essay. The introduction seems to be a bit more informal with some evidence of an individual voice.
7
The language of this essay is quite good and has been approached very scientifically. The introduction starts with a definition, then a couple of guiding questions and a statement on what the essay is about. Some irrelevant information is included. Overall the argument drives the discussion in a sensible way.
The essay is well executed and there are no language or structural problems. The introduction and conclusion could have been extended a lot. The introduction and conclusion do show evidence of a clear authorial voice. This essay shows quite a number of spelling and grammar mistakes. The argumentation line is clear. The author uses the personal pronoun in the introduction. Only a few sources were consulted for this essay.
The essay is well structured. Yet, there are some minor spelling mistakes.
Information from a variety of sources were consulted and were integrated effectively in the argument. The personal pronoun is used in the conclusion to position the author in terms of the literature.
10
Quite a number of spelling and grammar errors are identified. The respondent even used a number of Afrikaans constructions that seem to follow English grammatical rules. There is little integration of material from sources with the presented argument.
Despite some technical issues this essay is well written with efficient integration of sources. The singular personal pronoun is not used, but the plural personal pronoun is used.
11
This essay, especially the first two pages, comprises of definitions and lists. There is little integration of information and technical requirements were ignored. Furthermore, a number of spelling and grammar mistakes are present and referencing is done incorrectly. There is no attempt at foregrounding an individual voice.
This essay shows a more logical structure than the first-year essay.
Despite quite a number of spelling errors, at least technical requirements are adhered to. There is a clear increase in the use of different categories of metadiscourse.
12
Well-structured essay with no major structural or language errors. There are some attempts at portraying the author's voice. Sufficient introduction and conclusion paragraphs.
The essay is still well-structured, however, quotations are not as well integrated as in the first-year. Furthermore, a very short, basically incomplete conclusion paragraph is provided.
13
Some grammar and spelling errors are found in the essay and certain technical requirements were ignored. Nevertheless, in general a logical structure is in order. In a specific paragraph on the application value of a certain theoretical concept the author's voice is clearly identifiable.
Despite some minor spelling errors there is clear improvement between the first-year and third-year essays. This essay shows better integration of quotations with the general argument. An increase in the use of different categories of metadiscourse is also evident. 14 Generally a good essay with little grammar, spelling or technical issues. The introduction shows the formulaic character also observed among other first-year essays. The author's voice is not really prominent in the essay.
As with the first-year essay little grammar, spelling or technical issues are observed. Despite the lack of headings, the narrative structure of the essay makes reading quite easy. A number of very functional categories of metadiscourse are employed.
15
This is problem driven and well structured. Despite a few technical issues and the use of very few sources this can be considered a successful first-year
The essay is relatively well executed. A few spelling and technical issues are identified. But, the conclusion is very superficial and not only are sources essay. No overt attempt is made to make the author's voice obvious.
listed in the wrong format, but only a few were used.
16
This essay does not adhere to most of the technical requirements set. Integration of sources and a clear argument are evident. In terms of style, a clear unique voice is evident, however, the style of the narrative borders on very informal language and almost feels like informal spoken language.
In the third-year essay the style is very similar, however, now the essay is more structured in the same manner as the rest of the class. Not all statements are sufficiently supported from sources, but in general the argument is clear. Some technical issues are also identified.
The document analysis showed mixed results, varying from a decrease in quality to great improvement (cf. Table 3 and 4). Any decrease in quality could possibly be ascribed to the fact that support was provided in the form of facilitators in the first year, while in the third year the respondents basically completed the essays totally on their own. In terms of the assessment criteria, of the 16 essays, six of the third-year essays were worse than in the first year, one respondent's essays were fairly similar in quality, while for most respondents (nine instances) the essays showed great improvement. It is important to also look closely at specific aspects that showed improvement and therefore aspects such as voice, use of quotations, format of the source list, essay argument structure as well as other more general improvements are also considered.
As stated in the literature overview, the concept of a writer's individual voice is very important. Ivanič (1998:134, 272) As Ivanič (1998: 307) notes, the use of 'I' is 'not a straightforward measure' and does not imply being withdrawn or objective and hence might not imply authorial voice. However, the use of personal pronouns are recorded here and relevant instances are discussed. For example, research participant 7 added a sense of authorial voice in the introductory paragraph by using the personal pronoun when stating 'I am going to explain these concepts'. This addition of the personal pronoun could be interpreted as an attempt at displaying the research participant's authorial voice -as also noted in Table 3 . However, this phenomenon may only be cosmetic as there were no other markers of this nature in the rest of the essay. Research participant 8 also used the personal pronoun in the introduction and again in the body of the essay, but reverted back to using passive voice in the conclusion and thus avoiding any personal pronouns by writing 'The conclusion can be made from the discussion that'. Research participant 13 actually used the personal pronoun in a paragraph in a first-year essay, where an application was made in terms of the theoretical content discussed in the essay and the participants envisaged line of work. In this reflective section, the author's voice is clearly discernible. Interestingly, in terms of the literature Castelló et al. (2009 Castelló et al. ( :1127 did not find much use of personal pronouns in their study.
Another aspect that was observed was the move from purely listing related quotations and statements from sources in paragraphs to carefully selected quotations (also often paraphrased in the third year) and combination of facts introduced by theme sentences. From this observation of the essays, it seems that effective paragraph writing based on the wider argument structure is something that can develop over a three-year period (as was the case for research participant 4).
The source list also proved to be an interesting aspect of the essays. In some instances, great improvement was evident from the first to the third year (research participants 3); however, for some, the mistakes observed in the source list increased in the third year (research participant 15). In most instances, only a few minor errors such as the use of spacing, capital letters, spelling and general formatting were identified in both essays.
In paragraphs such as the introduction, there seemed to be a shift in focus from a more formulaic listing of what should have been done in the essay to a more problem-based individualised approach. Research participant 6, for example, started the first-year essay with a quote defining one of the key terms, followed by listing each of the aspects dealt with in the essay. Yet, in the third-year essay, this research participant integrated the aspects discussed in the essay in terms of the wider research context and a specific research question in the introduction. Conversely, research participant 7 had a unique approach in the first year by introducing the concepts handled in the essay by means of a number of questions. But in the third-year essay, research participant 7 reverted to merely listing items to be discussed. Research participants 12 and 15 also showed a move from fairly well-structured conclusions in the first-year essay to less complex, almost unfinished conclusions in the third-year essays.
Other improvements on a more structural, textual and technical level included:
 a move from single sources for statements towards reporting multiple references (research participant 4);  improvement in terms of the basic requirements for the introduction, conclusion and referencing (research participant 5);  use of clichés (such as 'die lig laat sien') in the first-year essay and avoiding such constructions in the third-year essay (research participant 7);  use of incorrect expressions (such as 'kan aan twee redes toegestaan word' instead of 'kan aan twee redes toegeskryf word') in the first-year essay and not repeating similar characteristics in the third-year essay (research participant 10);  a greater awareness of specific spelling conventions, such as:
o sms (research participant 7, first-year essay) -SMS (research participant 7, third-year essay), o afrikaans and engels (research participant 9, first-year essay) -Afrikaans and Engels (research participant 9, third-year essay);  increase in the use of different categories of metadiscourse (cf. Hyland, 2005: 49) (research participants 3, 5, 10, 11 and 13); and  moving from long direct quotations from single sources to summaries and paraphrased statements from multiple sources (research participant 10).
Despite improvements, the essays themselves did not necessarily show evidence of selfdirected writing. It is clear that individuals that may consider themselves self-directed learners might actually choose to stick to writing formulas they are used to. It might be necessary to also consider the instruction and assessment associated with the writing.
DISCUSSION
Evidence of self-directedness in terms of writing is also clear from the responses and essays, as many respondents showed a clear voice or identity throughout the writing (cf. Castelló et al., 2009 Castelló et al., : 1127 Elbow, 1981: 287; Hyland, 2002: 353; Thonney, 2011: 348) . The respondents were aware of their capabilities but also of their difficulties in writing (Castelló et al., 2009 (Castelló et al., : 1126 Lovejoy, 2009: 86) . The role of expressive writing (Lovejoy, 2009: 81-82) , writing outside of university (Kania-Gosche, 2010: 1) and the role of writing in terms of inclusivity (Lovejoy, 2009: 79) were not obvious from the empirical study.
Some respondents also mentioned the prominence of supplemental instruction facilitators and writing laboratory consultants in the writing process. In this regard, it is important to note that the university has a system where senior students are used in certain modules as facilitators for supplemental instruction in addition to classes. The role of facilitators in supporting students has also been highlighted in terms of academic literacy by Tredoux (2012: 27) . These individuals fulfil the same role as the counsellors described by Gremmo and Riley (1995: 161) in that they are not lecturers but act in a facilitating role. Similarly, Kania-Gosche (2010: 3) proposes that writing lecturers should use their own writing as examples in modelling good practice.
Students must be able to understand clearly why metacognitive strategies are involved in language learning (Victori & Lockhart, 1995: 232) . As such, opportunities must be created for students to reflect on the writing process as well as the process of learning how to write.
Individualised writing instruction seems to be very important (Sherwood, 2002: 21; Zimmerman & Bandura, 1994: 858) . In this regard, Victori and Lockhart (1995: 232) refer to learning 'tailored' to the student and the need for a process of 'the gathering of extensive individual data, individual needs analysis and enhanced self-knowledge combined with personalized, supportive counselling' (cf. Gremmo & Riley, 1995:158) . Therefore, in future similar studies and writing intervention, more individual data would be required in order to support writing.
Finally, it is also noteworthy that, as a practical solution to many of the above-mentioned challenges, electronic learning management systems for example still pose many opportunities for collaborative and scaffolding preparation towards self-directed writing skills. In this study, despite the fact that a learning management system was used for handing in the essays as well as for the assessment, no apparent advantages of learning management systems were evident from the empirical study and more research is required in this regard.
CONCLUSION
The importance of self-directed writing is highlighted by the prominence of writing in teaching, learning and assessment at university level. In this context academic discourses is used in subject-specific environments. Within this article, the literature regarding self-directed language learning provided a sufficient theoretical background for this study in terms of support by peers and mentors, student autonomy, selection of learning strategies, selfassessment and metacognitive strategies. Finally, it was also important to explore the concept of self-directed writing and in this regard the concept of voice, awareness of authors of their capabilities and limitations, the usefulness of expressive writing and inclusivity were considered.
The empirical part of this article involved a longitudinal study conducted by means of an openended questionnaire, the self-rating scale of a self-directed learning questionnaire, as well as essays written by 16 students in the first and third year of study. The responses to the openended questionnaire emphasised the importance of scaffolding and support provided externally (through lecturers, writing laboratories, facilitators and peers) as well as internally (through reading and continuous writing). Furthermore, in terms of support, the importance of feedback, clear assessment criteria and written guides were evident. Although self-directedness was not very prominently mentioned by the students in the open-ended questionnaire, evidence of a move towards self-directed writing was observed.
The results of the self-rating scale of self-directed learning (SRSSDL) showed that most of these respondents regarded themselves as self-directed learners. In spite of this, no specific relation was observed in terms of their performance in the essays. In addition to the two questionnaires, a document analysis of the first-year and third-year essays was also done. Most of the essays showed improvement from the first year to the third year. Yet, it is a concern that in some instances the quality of writing decreased. Importantly, aspects associated with selfdirected writing were observed in the essays.
Apart from limitations such as the small sample size, it is important to note that this study involved four instruments (an open-ended questionnaire, the self-rating scale of self-directed learning and two essays), taken from students who were functioning at a specific point of their self-directedness continuum. Clearly, an instrument such as an essay is also not necessarily the most effective tool to determine self-directedness in terms of writing. However, the combination of the three types of instruments does show evidence of self-directedness.
Follow-up research could involve a larger corpus of essays that could be used for comparison. Assessment criteria aimed at self-directed writing practice could also be refined. In addition, a specific self-directed writing questionnaire can be developed in order to explore writing specifically.
In order to promote self-directed writing, the following suggestions -based on the literature review -could be addressed by lecturers. Lecturers should:  allow for greater learning individualisation in terms of writing on topics selected by students and at own rates;
 create opportunities for self-assessment of writing;  ensure that the focus of writing instruction is not only about surface elements but also developing voice;  guarantee that feedback is encouraging and clear;  not ignore the value of expressive writing;  embrace different language varieties; and  extend writing centres to provide peer-based support on the journey on becoming selfdirected writers.
In conclusion, it is important to note that self-directed writing was evident in this study through the facilitation of writing about topics of students' choosing, promotion of metacognitive strategies around writing as well as adequate peer and lecturer support, feedback and assessment.
